The assertion that François Ozon's films are part of 'a new queer cinema' has become a commonplace of academic writing about the director.
transformative space which enables Ozon's characters to construct new relational modes, a term she borrows from Leo Bersani and Ulysse Dutoit's reading of Pedro Almodóvar's Todo sobre mi madre/All About My Mother (1999) (a film which, although it does not directly reference a beach location, exploits the mise-en-scene of a shift from the capital centre of Spain, Madrid, to the coastal and peripheral Barcelona as key to this process).
iv Similarly, Thibaut Schilt sees the site of the beach as part of Ozon's attraction for the 'foreign', considering it as a metaphor for 'elsewhere '. v Ozon's predilection for the ocean, and the beach that it so ceaselessly laps,
clearly has a metaphorical function as a site of liquidity, fluidity and change. However, while Ozon's characters often enjoy non-normative sexual encounters on or near beaches, these are a result, not a cause, of its queer identity. His films offer a way of envisaging a queer cinema that is not predicated on individual bodies performing discrete acts but which aims to create a framework for constantly reconfiguring what queer forms and practices might be. We can move beyond 'queer' as a focus on sexual identities towards a more rigorous challenge to the corralling of bodies into (hetero and homo) normative scripts. Lee Edelman and Judith Halberstam argue that a queer temporality is one that rejects the telos of the social order. If, for homophobic societies, alternative sexualities are tragic because they fall outside of 'the natural order', Edelman and Halberstam insist on demonstrating the constructed and oppressive nature of that order, proclaiming a power in rejecting its very terms and rebelling against the privileging of maturity and 'the future'. This essay identifies the beach as a queer site not because of the sexual encounters that take place there but because it is a location where the body's relationship to time and space is waves. … It was a place distinct from everyday life because the beach seemed … to be committed to, or at least permit, a kind of animal being, a democracy of the flesh where anyone could participate in play.
x Alongside these readings of the beach as site of ludic bodily pleasures, Webb also discusses the fact that beaches are 'dangerous exquisite empty expanses which will not sustain human life' and that 'pleasure in the freedom of the sea contrasts to the assault on my body -sunburnt, sandpapered, thirsty, headachy, a body reminding me across every centimetre of its needs'. Ozon's films focus on our embodied experiences of the beach, forcing us into close physical proximity with sand and water through long-duration closeups or sequence shots when he films beaches. He thus emphasizes both the pleasures and the threats for bodies on the beach, so that the coherence of the body itself finally comes undone.
Ozon's films demonstrate time and again the ambiguity of the body on the beach, not (just) in relation to desire and pleasure but towards temporality itself. Are bodies alive or dead? Are these images of people or ghosts? Are they from the past, the present, or the future? All these questions can prove difficult to answer with regard to Ozon's beaches. As Ozon explains later in the same interview, beaches operate as a recurrent symbol because, 'beaches are timeless spaces, they provide abstraction and purity'. xi In their timelessness, beaches become queer sites, undoing heteronormativity's insistence on a linear march towards the future and queering affective relations by insisting on the coexistence of differing experiences of time.
In this essay I will offer close readings of the beachscapes in 5 x2, Sous le Poupard both is and is not the young boy whose image accompanies his name) and that acts within the filmic diegesis as a harbinger of death. In the film's final sequence, which takes place on a Breton beach, the adult Romain encounters his childhood self.
Although he has encountered this image at various moments throughout the film, firstly as a reflection in a bathroom mirror, then in the evening woods, then playing a prank in a church, it is not until we reach the beach that the two actually interact with each other. As Romain sits alone on the beach, the widescreen frame picking out his gaunt, pale body in sickly contrast to the tanned bodies around him, a child's blue beach ball flies into the frame. Romain picks up the ball and passes it back to the child, and they smile at each other in shot/reverse-shot. Refuge sustains her in its connection to her dead lover, looking to the past rather than with any interest to the future baby (who she leaves to her lover's brother). These proliferating ghosts allow a queering within the normative frameworks of reproductivity, and in doing so transform them. Through the figure of the spectral child, characters experience desire out-of-time, with affective pulls associated with the ghostly child coming from the past and history, rather than being firmly located in the future.
For Edelman queer time overwhelms time's march to the future. In heteronormative futurism there is 'the faith that temporal duration will result in the realisation of a meaning by way of a "final signifier" that will make meaning whole at last'. xix In contrast, Edelman rebels against such a concept of time and 'generational succession, temporality, and narrative sequence'. xx Ozon's beaches also rebel against normative succession, defying the way in which films are frequently structured towards such a definitive goal and endpoint, a 'final signifier'. If we look across the range of Ozon's beach films, the beach location is often placed at the beginning or the end of the film, or at both beginning and end. This structure favours circularity and repetition over linearity and goal-oriented narrative: Regarde la mer, for example, starts with a black screen and the sound of lapping waves; Le Temps qui reste finishes in exactly the same way. In both films the beach is the site of abjection and death, disrupting temporal relations between past, present and future. In Regarde la mer and the end (of the film). In all these films the beach operates within many layers of temporality, being simultaneously a container of the past, the present and the future.
As such it speaks to Edelman's desire to undo linearity and halt futurity, placing us instead into a space of meaningless circulation and repetition of the drive (rather as the constant lapping of waves may suggest repetitive circularity). Given the reverse chronology of the film, we witness the sexual violence of
Marion's rape before we see her initial meeting with Gilles, thus their fate is experienced as inevitable. Indeed, thanks to this chronology, the beach has a complex double construction in the film in terms of temporality. In chronological terms the beach location is at the start, propelling Marion and Gilles forward into their story as a couple. The idyllic sunset and rather unrealistic emptiness (given that this is located in a busy holiday resort) speak to the image of the beach as paradise, a haven from the city and a place for the uncomplicated expression of love, desire and sexual pleasure.
In terms of story order, however, the beach is found at the end of the film as the site of cruel irony and deceptive lures. The beach functions simultaneously as both beginning and end, depending on whether we are reading for the plot-order or the story-order, echoing the way it is both end and beginning for Gilles and Marion within the narrative (the end of his relationship with Valérie, the start of his relationship with Marion; the end of Marion's life as single woman, the start of her life as part of a heterosexual couple). As Ince discusses, this (con)fusion of the beach's temporal status is further enhanced on the DVD release of the film, as the viewer can choose to view a reedited version of the film where the scenes play in chronological order, entitled 2 x 5. The beach is perhaps not so much either 'past' or 'future' as it is both beginning and end, idyllic and threatening. In this way, we can absolutely see the beach of 5 x 2 as 'queer', although the coupling that occurs here is between a man and a woman and matches their respective claimed sexual orientations. It is queer, then, not because of the gender and sexual tastes of Ozon's protagonists but because it overcomes binary oppositions (h[e]aven vs hell, past vs future) in favour not so much of fluidity between identity categories as the permeability, to the point of erasure, of the boundaries between them.
Ozon's beach in 5 x 2 queers time through simultaneity, functioning as both past and future, beginning and end. It offers a shimmering vision of hope and futurity undercut by a violent undertow of danger, a reflection of the dual nature of the sea.
This rethinking of spatiotemporal location causes the self to be reconfigured, as subjectivity itself is founded on the positioning of the body in space and time. The body is queered, but not through an exclusive focus on sexuality. Rather than functioning as an envelope for a goal-oriented subject in a manner favoured by classical cinema, Ozon's beach bodies are subject to a multiplicity of experiences which occur simultaneously. none of which can be reduced to heterosexual reproductive futurity. Sexual experiences which we may consider 'queer', such as oral sex performed by a (presumably gay) man cruising in woods near a beach, are open to ostensibly 'straight' characters, such as a young mother, as occurs in Regarde la mer.
The body is shown basking in sunshine, protected by suntan cream (the very last action Marie's husband in Sous le sable will perform for her is applying suntan lotion to her back), but also as horribly vulnerable: to the water, to disease, to death (the body recovered from the sea in Sous le sable, genetically identified as that of Jean, is so disfigured by the water that it can no longer be visually identified). It is through the attending the gym, applying anti-ageing creams to the skin beneath her eyes, buying a figure-hugging red dress. Now she abandons herself to grief and the viewer is forced to bear witness to her suffering. This shot was partially inspired by the conclusion of Ming-liang Tsai's Taiwanese film Vive l'amour (1994), in which we see the heroine cry for a total of six minutes and twenty-five seconds. As Schilt comments, 'in contrast to Tsai's work, which finishes on that note after a simple fade out, this is not the end of Ozon's film'. xxiii The film then cuts to a shot of Marie in profile, and she turns to face the camera. She looks beyond the camera, alerting the viewer to something she has seen offscreen. She stands up and it cuts again, to a long shot down the beach. We see what has caught Marie's attention: the figure of a man standing by the waves, looking out to sea. Soft piano music starts to play on the soundtrack and Marie runs away from the camera towards the figure. The camera stays still, so that as Marie runs away she becomes increasingly small and insignificant. We have moved from the intensity of her bodily presence in the closeups on her hand and face to a renewed insistence on the immensity of the beach, nearly absent of human presence.
The shot lasts for forty-five seconds, recording Marie's running without a break, the ever-increasing number of footprints she leaves behind in the sand testifying to the duration of the shot. The credits roll before Marie reaches the (real or imagined) man.
This final image sets up a series of questions for the viewer concerning the function of the beach in Sous le sable and speaks to the conflictual forces of the beachscape more generally in Ozon's films. The question in Sous le sable rests on how we choose to identify the male figure that Marie runs towards, and whether we correspondingly see the beach as a space of delusion and psychosis or of healing.
Ginette Vincendeau comes down firmly on the side of madness in her reading of the film. She argues that Marie is demented, a typical incarnation of the misogyny of French national cinema that 'loves beautiful, tragic women who go crazy'. The fact that 'these women are portrayed by expert directors … and embodied by such talented actresses … makes the fantasy more attractive, but also more bitter'. xxiv Vincendeau is rather harsh on both the character of Marie and the film itself, ignoring the way that both are coming to terms with a major traumatic event. Furthermore, she neatly maps there. This neatly maps onto the ambiguity of the beachscape itself, which depends on the ever-changing combination of absence and presence, of water and land, for its identity.
The question of Marie's madness is posed for us by the actions of the beach: it is, after all, the beach that causes Jean's sudden disappearance, and the beach is where
Marie finishes the film running towards a male figure -the site, perhaps, not just of absence and loss but of futurity and hope, though notably not a futurity based on the sentimental image of the Child. Her wracking sobs -this is the first time we have seen her cry -could suggest that the beach has potential to be the place where Marie finally accepts that her husband is indeed dead and begins another stage in the long process of mourning his loss. In this reading, far from being demented, Marie's reaction to both beach events is entirely sane. She is utterly traumatized by the initial disappearance of her husband, but on her second visit to the beach she begins to come to terms with the reality of her loss and to imagine a new relationship beyond it.
However, as my discussion has made clear, the male figure on the beach is determinedly undecipherable. We return again to the doubled nature of the Ozonian beach, as Marie is offered it both as a site of possible new connections (pleasures), or continuing trauma and loss (vulnerabilities). The male figure could well stand for all or any of these things, her lost husband, her potential future lovers, or indeed indicating an utter indifference to her plight -although it appears that Marie is running towards the figure, their trajectories are slightly misaligned so we cannot be sure she will actually come into contact with him. He is a figure marked as queer, radically undermining temporal categories (he is a figure from the past, the present and the future) and ontological states (he is a physical presence, a psychotic hallucination and a libidinal fantasy). As the difference between past, present and future becomes untenable, so the beach becomes propitious to haunting.
Ozon's haunted beaches speak to us about the nature of cinema itself, and suggest that a potential queer temporality exists within the cinematic apparatus. Colin Davis summarizes the ghost as 'that which is neither present nor absent, neither dead nor alive'. xxv As such, the ghost and the cinematic image have an ontological similarity, but they also share other qualities. In her reading of Jacques Derrida's Spectographies, Emma Wilson argues that Derrida aligns spectrality and mourning with moving image representations, showing that in both the subject is deprived of
touch: 'what we are deprived of, in spectrality as when we look at images, the cinema, or the television, is tactile sensibility'. Mousse articulates the terrible, gendered vulnerability that she feels as a pregnant woman. When Paul, Louis's gay younger brother who is staying with her, and Mousse have to go to the basement to mend the gas connection, she tells him that she would be afraid to go alone because it is in these locations that strange things happen. Rather as if she has seen Regarde la mer and learnt from Sasha's naivety, when she hears strange noises at night she grabs a large kitchen knife before she goes to investigate. It is simply Paul returning late at night from a nightclub, either high or drunk. The film does not shift into a register of horror, but these intimations of fear suggest that Mousse could be as vulnerable as Sasha when the traveller Tatiana turns up at her door.
Initially, at least, Regarde la mer sets up Sasha and Tatiana as polar opposites.
Sasha and her daughter Siofra are often dressed in or surrounded by bright, primary colours while Tatiana is dressed in black or dark green. Sasha and Siofra are often seen in outdoor spaces -the beach and the garden -while Tatiana goes to supermarkets and cemeteries, the neon lighting and isolation respectively underlining their eeriness. Tatiana is constantly associated with dirt: when she bathes, it is in murky white water, and in a heavily commented upon scene, she goes to the toilet and then dips Sasha's toothbrush in her own unflushed faeces. Sasha later thoroughly brushes her white teeth with the sullied toothbrush, contrasting her careful dental hygiene with Tatiana's malicious actions. Sasha, the mother, is thus associated with cleanliness, light and life, and Tatiana Freud's list of those categories which are considered taboo in certain societies, including men at their initiation ceremonies, women during menstruation, women after childbirth, newborn babies, the sick, the dead, and a man's personal possessions. xxxv Sasha is taboo in her own right as she has recently given birth and is still breastfeeding. Grosz argues that 'the body becomes a human body, a body that coincides with the shape and space of a psyche, a body that defines the limits of experience and subjectivity only through the intervention of the (m)other and, ultimately, the Other (the language and rule-governed social order)'. xxxvi If the mother is key to the production of the body, Regarde la mer traumatically interrupts this process by revealing the mother's body as abject and taboo. Rather than maternity leading to the affirmation of Tatiana's subjectivity, as a heteronormative, postfeminist culture may wish to claim, here motherhood is shown to undermine the mother's subjectivity and to render her body vulnerable because abject.
In Such a rejection of the sentimental framing of motherhood is key to rethinking relations between children and adults and combating homophobic notions of the family, as Judith Butler demonstrates. In an era she describes as a time in which the family is at once idealized in nostalgic ways within various cultural forms, the Vatican protests against homosexuality not only as an assault on the family but also on the notion of the human, where to become human, for some, requires participation in the family in its normative sense.
xxxvii Butler points out the way that family relations have changed and concludes that this is an era 'in which kinship has become fragile, porous and expansive'.
xxxviii These adjectives are obviously well suited to the beachscape, with the friability of its sand, its seepage of water into land, and its endless horizontality all emphasized in Ozon's film through long shots over beaches combined with closeups of body parts covered in sand. The beach could thus be argued to capture metaphorically the shifting nature of kinship outlined by Butler. However, Ozon's beaches offer a far more radical vision than an attractive metaphorization. The beachscape operates in a different temporal pattern to the city, acting as a marginal location of drives, repetition and circularity. In this environment, time changes its operation and, rather than being placed in service of a future predicated on reproduction, becomes doubled, operating as both past and future, beginning and end.
Through this reconfiguration of time, the body itself is reconfigured. The body produced at the beach is not inscribed and coded into (family ordered) sexual desires which corral it into a normative narrative of development, but is caught between different affective states that emphasize the lure of the past and the uncanny.
Elizabeth Grosz argues that bodies and cities exist in a mutually defining relationship, as the city is 'one of the crucial factors in the social production of (sexed) corporeality … the city provides the order and organisation that automatically links otherwise unrelated bodies: it is the milieu in which corporeality is socially, sexually and discursively produced'. xxxix Ozon's films demonstrate that the beach too can operate as a frame and context for the body, a body that is produced in different and non-normative ways. Oscillating between being a place of pleasure and freedom or being a place of pain, dissolution and death, with these differing states imbricated in its very figuration (the beach constantly shifts in its appearance through the action of wind and waves), the beach reimag(in)es corporeality. Ozon's beaches express his queer cinematic project as they contest notions of progress, rationality, linearity and the association of reproduction and kinship with these tropes in favour of temporal (con)fusion, affective relations from different time frames, and spectral encounters.
As his characters chase phantoms across beaches, they act out and expose desire as operating beyond the bonds of time-limited heteronormative futurity, dissipating reactionary fantasies of the normative family and encountering an otherness that will not be tamed but that must be reckoned with. 
